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[00:00:02]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Wednesday, June 15th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Kim Larson, Associate Vice
President for Alumni Engagement at USU Advancement. This is another oral history interview
for the Covid Collection Project. Joining us on the interview this morning is Tameron Williams,
graduate intern for the Covid Collection Project.
Good morning Ms. Larson.

KL:

Hi.

TW:

Hi. So, let’s start by ask you when you started your career at Utah State University, and the
various positions you’ve served in during your USUS career.

KL:

Sure, okay. So, I started full-time, as a full-time employee in 2000. I’ve worked at Utah State for
nearly 23 years. So, I came up as a student in 1995 as a freshman. Loved my time at Utah State.
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Graduated in spring of 2000 I was able to get a job full-time at Utah State over the summer. So, I
started in August of 2000 in the Athletics Department. I worked in athletics marketing there for
about five years. Then I moved over to the Alumni Relations Office and I worked with our Aggie
chapters. I did major events like Founders Day and Homecoming and worked with the
membership program and marketing. I did that for about six years. And then I spent seven years
with the Huntsman School of Business working in the dean’s office, working with the dean, and
then also as a director of external relations, working with alums and programming events,
marketing, overseeing, recruiting, all of that. And then, that poised me well. I’d had some good
experience. So, in the fall of 2018, I was able to apply and get this job. This is my dream job
being the head of the Alumni Association.
[00:01:57]
So, I was involved with alumni before, but it was great to be in a college for about seven years to
see a different side of things. And then, I’ve been in this role since October of 2018. So, I’m
going on four years and being the Director of the Alumni Association. There’s two titles. So, I
am the Associate Vice President in Advancement for Alumni Engagement and I work directly
under the Vice President of Advancement. But my other title is actually Executive Director of
the Alumni Association. Since the Alumni Association is the volunteer body, right, I represent
the 160,000 alums that have graduated through Utah State.
TW:

Okay. That’s great. That gives us a really good synopsis of your experiences. So, when we’re
talking about alumni engagement at Utah State University, what are the roles and responsibilities
that you and your staff perform?

KL:

So overall, what the Alumni Association, I guess you would say mission, is to really create
meaningful engagement opportunities in support of the university. We try to connect and
reconnect alums to each other and to the university, so that they build that stronger connection
with the university. So maybe that they feel like they’ll send their kids to Utah State.

[00:04:01]
Or, when they have philanthropic dollars, that Utah State’s definitely on that list. We’re really
trying to provide that connection. And sometimes reconnect because it may be decades, you
know, in between maybe they came to school and then somebody reached out. So, that’s what
we’re really focused on.
And having that, as our overall, mission, it’s been very interesting, especially during Covid. But
we kind of tend to become the party planners. Right? We hold events and people come. And
then, they feel good about the university. But we’ve also been working on areas called Aggie
chapters. We had them off and on since, the earliest I could see is really, in the seventies and
eighties, they’d had different versions of chapters. They went away for about seven years in the
late 2000’s and we brought them back. That was an initiative by President Cockett. She really
wanted chapters back. So, we’re growing slowly. It’s a very different world of why people need
chapters. But we’re working on trying to get more regional base and then also affinity based.
We’re actually, with Juneteenth this weekend, working on kicking off our Black Alumni Club.
We have several members of the Black community that have asked about being able to connect.
So, that’s what we’re trying to do is reallynot push, hey, we see that we have a lot of Aggies in
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Cache Valley. Let’s have a chapter here. Well, we’re actually, we’re reaching out to alums. And
when they show us that there’s a need in their community for a chapter or that they want to bring
in a chapter, that’swhat we’re doing. Instead of just mandating, hey, here, look, these look like
hot spots. We’ve tried that before. And if people aren’t interested, they’re not going to come.
So, we’re doing it a little bit differently
Another thing that we oversee is the Student Alumni Association. So, it’s a group of students
who oversee traditions on campus.
[00:06:00]
For exampleTrue Aggie Night, Hello Walk. And a big part of what we’re trying to do with those
students is help them learn how to be an alum. Their motto is ‘Creating lifelong Aggies.’ So,
really helping them bridge that gap of as a student to becoming an alum. And then, , how can I be
involved with the university? Whether it’s coming back and talking to students or mentoring or
being a mentee. That’s a newer initiative since I’ve been in this role that we’ve really wanted to
take on and really help.
And then, we have other programs. But basically, we’re really centered around how can we
connect and reconnect Aggies?
TW:

And what are the number of staff and student workers that you have in Alumni Engagement?

KL:

We have three full-time staff beside myself. And then, student workers, we have two student
workers that work our reception desk. But our student alumni has a core group of about 20 and
then they have committee members beyond that. And those are mainly volunteers that help run
those traditions and stuff.

TW:

And before the Covid outbreak, so in the, you know, academic year of 2019/2020, at least before
March of 2020, what were some of the initiatives and projects that you and your staff were
working on in Alumni Engagement for the university?

KL:

We had so much planned. I was really excited. Because like I said, I came in the fall of ’18. So,
I had had a full year under my belt and I was really like, okay. We were changing some of the
things that we’re doing. But we know some of the things that have worked really well.

[00:08:01]
We’d brought back Aggie Night at the Theatre which we hadn’t had for a long time. We were
going to do that. We were going to go to RSL games. We were going to work with athletics to
have the Aggie soccer team come. And our fans could tailgate before an RSL/Salt Lake game
down there. We had worked on a bridging banquet which with our student alumni and alums and
where they would all meet in the ballroom, right, and then they’d sit at tables, would network,
and kind of help them bridge that gap from being a student to an alum.
We had lots of plans of ways that we were going to grow. We had trips planned which all got
moved to 2022. But we have alumni travel programSo, we have things set up, like, a trip – well,
this one’s a cruise. But then, we have, Aggie excursions on the cruise. So, maybe you go to
Alaska with, you know, thousands of other people. But then, we have our core group of 100
Aggies or something. So, some of those things we had planned. Record number of sales for that.
Because some of that money does come back to support our program.
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So, we were really, just looking for a great spring and summer full of events and some of our
initiatives that we had felt we’d worked really hard on trying to gain some steam and really, kind
of, building out these programs. And then we didn’t come to work. [Laughs]
TW:

So, in the international and national news of a virus that originated in China but soon spread to
other countries around the world and arrived in the United States in late January of 2020, what
were some of the first discussions that either Advancement or Alumni Engagement were having
about the possible impact it might have in your programming and your plans such as the cruise
excursions and some of the state chapter events and other things?

[00:10:19]
KL:

Right. So, our biggest thing was we have to make sure people are safe. Right? Is it okay to
move on with some of these events, especially ones that are outside? You know. Should we stop
completely? We’ve got to make sure that people are safe. Also, knowing that the things that we
did, especially with some of the programs like travel. Can people get complete refunds? We’re
really making sure that, our alums got fully refunded for that.
But also, you know, are there going to be ways that we can connect with people so they don’t feel
so isolated? Because we could see that, right? We knew there’s going to be a pause. We’re
going, you know, how long is this going to last? And, you know, it was going to be two weeks,
maybe. Well, we can easily – we’ll just push stuff down the road.
I mean, we’ve had to cancel things before because of bad weather or even people who didn’t sign
up. And that’s kind of where we were with the theatre. We had had 70 people sign up and we
were still two months away. We were so excited to have all these people come. Right? But we
worked with the theatre to make sure that people could get a refund on their tickets or they could
at least hold them over to another production in the future.
So, we were really very much focused on moving forward with our events.=We really heard the
news that things were starting to shut down when we were in Las Vegas at the Mountain West
Basketball Tournament. The men’s team were on a winning streak in the tournament.

[00:12:00]
And I remember somebody saying, oh, hey, did you know that there was a news agency here
asking people what they would do if there wasn’t a March Madness and there wasn’t a
tournament. And we’re like, well, of course, they’re going to have a tournament. There’s way
too much money to be made by the NCAA and everything, right?
And so, for us, that first/second week of March, Covid wasn’t even on our radar. Plus, we’re
hearing about people making runs on toilet paper and all this stuff. And we’re miles away from
home going, should we be worried about stuff?
And so, that was kind of an interesting thing because we were all on the road. And then, the next
week was Founders Day. And Founders Day, well, my office specifically doesn’t put that on. I
help our stewardship office under Advancement. And I remember thinking are we going to have
people coming in for that? We’re going to have 500 people in a ballroom. A lot of them are
older. And just really doing that risk assessment. Are we overreacting? But we want to err on
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the side of people being safe. But at the same time, we’ve never cancelled Founders Day. Right?
So, there was a lot of discussions with my colleagues.
And then, you know, with my team, we have a lot smaller events. So, we were kind of like, well,
if we have to push it, we’ll push it. We weren’t as worried. But there were some of these other
ones that impacted a lot. And then, to find out that we probably weren’t going to NCAA
Tournament – I remember calling one of my staff members and saying, I think they’re going to
cancel a tournament. Because we had just won. I mean, we were going dancing!
TW:

And Merrill. That’s right.

KL:

I know. We were there for the shot. I almost broke a rib because somebody hugged me so tight,
some stranger next to me. Because we were all screaming, going wild, right? And then the next
week I had to tell my colleagues, so, we’re not going to go.

[00:14:00]
They’re going to cancel. And if we do go, they’re only going to let so many people go. And
we’re not on that list. And that was not a fun call to make because we were just riding this high.
Luckily, we could ride that high. Like, whenever I got sad through the pandemic, I went and
watched that game. And I was like, oh, yeah. That was a great game. It got me through a lot.
But those were initial thoughts and impressions. Here’s all these things that we normally do.
Now we just need to dial back and now what are we going to do?
TW:

So, several things were going on. I know that President Cockett formed a Covid Taskforce. I
believe Vice President Matt White was part of that. The decision was made to move from faceto-face to remote classes. Many of the students chose to move out of the dorms and move back
home. So, they moved away from campus. A lot of other just what you would call traditional
things had happened in spring including graduation ceremonies were cancelled. So, what was the
new area of concentration that Alumni Engagement inherited based on some of these on-theground decisions that were made in March and April and May of 2020?

KL:

Can you repeat that? Because I want to make sure I answer it and just don’t go into whatever I’m
thinking right now. Do you mind repeating that question?

TW:

So, what was the transition as far as engagement for the alumni beginning in the later spring and
maybe summer of 2020 based on a lot of how Covid was impacting campus, the educational
process in advance?

KL:

Okay. So, pivot became a word that we used a lot and began to hate. Right? Because we
thought, well, maybe we can still have an event at a baseball game this summer.

[00:16:06]
But we were understanding that – because we would do an Aggie Night at the Salt Lake Bees, for
instance. So, we were trying to see what events can we salvage and what can we still possibly
do?
Meanwhile, the university was still using Webex a lot. Zoom was coming online. So, we were
thinking, what kind of – we were looking at what other kind of meetings there were. In the
meantime, I have amazing colleagues in this state. So, the other alumni directors in the state, we
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started meeting monthly. So, BYU. Weber State. Nancy Collinwood down at Weber States is
the one we called our ‘Den Mother’. She was kind of the one who gathered everyone. And Dixie
– I mean, every college university that wanted to participate – SLCC was there. Everybody.
Anyway, so we would meet monthly and discuss what we were doing and how we were pivoting.
And because most of them were state universities we all kind of fell under the same rules as what
the state was doing. But some were a little bit different. And some areas, especially like Salt
Lake, they had stricter rules of mask mandates and stuff.
So, you know, working a lot remotely – one thing I – this is really anecdotal, One member of my
staff works out of the USU Salt Lake office. . She flies a lot to all of our events. It makes sense.
So, it was always hard when we’d put her on a call for a meeting. She probably felt isolated.
What Covid did, because we were constantly meeting on Teams or on Zoom, it actually leveled
the playing field. So, we were all isolated. And it actually worked really well for our team in that
sense because it wasn’t three of us in the office and then she isn’t missing out on a lot of the
conversation.
[00:18:02]
So, that was, kind of, just one thing in our own office culture that I thought really changed. And
it helped. And then, we use Skype. I have no idea why we use Skype. But like, Slack, we have a
Skype channel for our team. It’s called #whateverittakes because that’s what we feel like in our
job we’ve got to do whatever it takes. So, that’s the name of our channel. And we would talk on
there constantly.
And one of the things that we would do, because everyone was remote,– we had professional
development once a week. So, we were either finding a TED Talk or something. And everyone
would watch their own thing. And then, we would talk about it through either a team meeting, or
on Skype and send links out and everything. And for that, that helped us find what other schools
were doing, or other ways to think about our programming.– I mean, even if it was Simon Sinek
and it was like, how to attack a problem, or why are we doing this? That’s really where we, I
think, gained some ground.
I’m going to tell you, in January of 2020, I went to a conference for executive directors of alumni
associations. It was in Tampa, Florida. And the group was talking about what keeps you up at
night? And I raised my hand. I said, “What happens if the Alumni Association does not exist
tomorrow?” Are we that, engrained in their lives that they care? My answer is no. People can
move on in their lives without us. And that’s what happened, you know, three months later.
So, during this time we came up with our vision. We want to be relevant to and a resource for
our alums and the campus community. We saw during those first few months, people starting to
lose their jobs, you know, layoffs and what-not. And so, we thought, if we can encourage people
to come back to the university, reach out to us, and we can help connect them with somebody
who’s maybe posting a job.
[00:20:03]
If they’re interested in coming back to school because now they maybe want to go get their
masters, hey, we can help be that connection. And so, that’s where we saw a glimmer of how we
can be helpful.
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So, I wouldn’t say our whole initiative changed. But I think it clarified it for us because we kind
of had already posed this question. What if we didn’t exist? And essentially, again, that’s what
happened. So, for us, we had already been thinking about it. And now because everything
stopped, we could figure out what we wanted to build back in. And what we thought would
actually be meaningful, instead of saying, ‘Well, we’ve been doing this for 20 years. We need to
continue to do it.’– I kind of said, we’re quitting everything. Everything’s broken for a little bit.
Let’s really do and focus on what matters. We’re busy. But are we busy in the right way? So, it
actually gave us a lot of time to focus.
Now, I’m not going to wish that we go through a pandemic again. But actually, it was really
great for us because we could actually focus on the strategy instead of being in reactive mode,
moving from event to event. And also, we’ve kind of got to figure out what we’re doing because
that’s how we’ve been acting. Because we had to react. We have all these events. But this
actually gave us time. And it gave us time to reach out to different groups.
And like I said, as Zoom and everything came online, we were having conferences that got
canceled, but now they were online. And so, we were able to connect with so many more people
because people had time. Other colleagues had time. They weren’t rushing off, spending three
days traveling to an event or something like that. And so, that’s one thing we were given back
our time.
TW:

So, what was the financial toll? I think you mentioned something about refunding or providing
refunds for certain events that were either canceled or people didn’t want to participate in.

[00:22:02]
What was the financial impact of Covid in that spring and summer for the Alumni Engagement?
KL:

Well, it was huge because we weren’t bringing in ticket sales. But we also weren’t spending. So,
actually, we were not on the hook for refunding a lot. And we found ways to make things
happen. So, normally we’d do an Aggie Lagoon Day and lots of alumni come with their families.
And we sit in a bowery. And we handout Aggie ice cream. During the pandemic, Lagoon was
still operating. And they were able to give us discount tickets. And we were able just to be a
pass through and say, hey, if you feel comfortable enough to go to Lagoon, youcan use our
discount code. And you can go with your family when you want. It was open dates. So, it
wasn’t the same kind of thing, but it was a way that we felt like we could still help people.
I’m not going to lie. We got some hate mail over that. We got several people telling me that I
was irresponsible. And, I mean, but it was totally up to the person, right? Everyone has their
own level of risk. And, you know, I think we sold 200 tickets during that time which I –was
more than I anticipated. And again, we didn’t make any money off of it, but we wanted to say,
hey, you know what? We still understand that people want to get together.
So financially, we didn’t spend a lot of money. But we also didn’t bring it in.

TW:

So, I know that the decision was made that the students would return to campus, I believe, June of
2020 for the fall semester. There were a lot of safeguards put into place that the Covid Taskforce
Committee and all the spinoff committees that they had formed to deal with, a lot of protocols
and projects.
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[00:24:06]
I’m wondering, did Engagement Services get involved in either any of those discussions and/or
possibly change some of its focus to help raise some money to help students that were at risk,
current students at risk by reaching out to the alumni during that fall of 2020/spring 2021
semester?
KL:

Sure. So, at that time, actually, one thing I didn’t mention before, Annual Fund reported to me at
that time. That changed just a month or two ago. So, the Annual Fund is two people. And one is
over the call center and the other one is the director of strategy and oversees solicitations as
well..
So, one of the initiatives, which I really appreciate Vice President Matt White’s support. He said
if students are going to stay here, let’s keep them employed. So, we found ways to keep our
students employed. I know a lot of people worked from home but we always had somebody
rotating in our office to help with oversight of our students. But with that, we had a call center.
Before Covid, we probably had 15 callers on eight stations. And they would call for donations at
night. During this time, we decided – I can’t remember who came up with it, but, you know,
Vice President White said, there’s going to be a need with the Student Emergency Hardship
Fund. So that’s where we focused.
So those student callers, which I think was super impactful, because people are picking up the
phone and listening to the students who were still on campus, who were trying to get by. Because
a lot of students got laid off during that time. Anyway, so, we kept our students employed and
they were able to raise money for the Student Emergency Hardship Fund that is housed in the
area of, I think it’s Student Services is the vice president that’s under.

[00:26:01]
So, we worked closely with VP Morales on messaging and then also letting people know how
that money was being used. We were able to get some great testimonials from students at that
time, especially those who, you know, only had four weeks of class left and all of a sudden, found
themselves trying to work from home or, I mean, not having job and finish out school and needed
those emergency funds. So, we focused a lot on that.
And then, any of our mailings and e-mail campaigns, for a while were asking for support of that
fund. I’m going to say for at least that first year of when we were in the pandemic really focused
on the Student Emergency Hardship Fund.
We do an annual Day of Giving around Homecoming. We’ve been doing it for, I think four years
now. And that Day of Giving was completely focused on giving funds for the Student
Emergency Hardship Fund.
But I think that was one thing I really appreciated about the leadership. A lot of call centers shut
down andwe were one of the very few that stayed open. Now, at one point, a lot of the students
decided to go home. I think at one point in the summer, I remember taking them breakfast and I
think there was only four. But it was really important that every student matters. And we were
going to stay open, even if there’s only four kids on a shift, because they need to be able to
support themselves. And we were supporting other students, through this. So, I give a lot of
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credit to our leadership at our university for having that focus: we’re going to be here for our
students.
TW:

Now, you also are the executive director for the Alumni Association. Did some of the Alumni
Association meetings, were they Covid-centric in a lot of their discussions about the ways that the
alumni community might be able to help?

[00:28:02]
What were those meetings like? I mean, did they move to remote Zoom meetings? And what
were the types of—
KL:

Yeah.

TW:

…of discussions that you were having especially that first full academic year of 2020/2021?

KL:

Right. They were absolutely remote. But one thing we did add is we added out-of-state members
to our alumni board which we really hadn’t before because we have two in-person meetings a
year. And, you know, we had somebody who was in Boise, but he just recently moved to Boise.
But actually, made our unit that much closer. So now I have people in Phoenix and Washington
D.C. as well as two people in Boise that are on our alumni board because we realized we can
make this actually work and include more people. So, that was one fantastic thing for us. And
that was an initiative our board made very consciously. We want to increase our out-of-state
participation. And now that we can do these hybrid meetings and remote meetings, then let’s do
it.
Now, obviously, we were all trying to figure out Zoom. And so, some of the meetings were very
quirky and awkward. Awkward silence in some of them. But they really were great at helping
push us. So, our alumni association board is an advisory board. Other universities are set up
differently. But where the alumni association is under the arm of the university, they just advise.
So, they don’t have any fiscal responsibilities or fiduciary decisions or anything like that. But
they guide us.
And it was so great. We set up different committees so that they could help us focus. So, I had
one of my team members assigned to each of the committees to say does this make sense if we
go in this direction? One thing I thought came out of it was the innovation was really impressed
with the innovation from my team, from others at the university of how are we going to adapt?

[00:30:06]
So, we started some fireside chats that first year. It was basically me or somebody interviewing a
professor or somebody who we thought was interesting. The very first one I did was with Dr.
Ross Peterson. He, was beloved history professor on campus, but he also had a book that he
wrote about his home town in Montpelier, Idaho called Christmas in Montpelier.
And we used the president’s home that has a fireplace. And it was in the winter. So, covd
numbers had spiked a little bit. And we were encouraged to wear masks. So, it’s a little bit
muffled. And we were more than six feet apart. But I didn’t want it to be like interviewing
somebody on Zoom. I’d seen a lot of those. And I wanted it to be more like a television show
where you were just watching somebody interview somebody. So, we just sat and talked. And I
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think we had just under 200 people sign on to be part of that. So, it wasn’t a huge thing, but it
was a first step for us tofinding a different way to engage.
And obviously, we had interaction where we had questions from the Zoom call and from the
audience essentially. But we didn’t have people in person. And then, we continued to do that.
We did one later with Norm Jones. And he talked about the Bubonic plague because that was an
area of emphasis for him in his research.
And so, we had our alumni association president at the time and her husband who both were
students of Norm Jones interview him.
[00:32:02]
And they sat on a couch. And he sat on a separate couch. And same kind of thing. It was right
after people were vaccinated. So, we didn’t necessarily wear masks. But we definitely still kept
separation. And we didn’t have anyone in person again. But again, over 100 people that felt like
that was something they were interested. And what I loved about it – and this is what I take
away. It’s not necessarily the numbers. Because, for me, it’s really how engaged you feel. But
we had several people from out of the country. We had several people from Canada and one
person from China that expressed interest. We would never be able to engage with those people
in a pre-pandemic world. We would have never have found a way to really engage with them.
So, that was something big that we learned.
The other thing is, I think – and I would say the stats during our welcome every time. For
example, we had people from 17 different states in the U.S. participate. It wasn’t just the people
on the Wasatch Front or Pocatello to Payson. where we normally have our alums participate. And
then, we obviously post them on YouTube so people could watch them after.
So that Homecoming wasn’t going to be the same as previous years. Fans weren’t allowed to the
game. And we decided that we were going to have some sort of Homecoming in October 2020. .
One of the fun things I saw is somebody did was to decorate a shoebox as your own homecoming
parade float. And they did a homecoming parade.
[00:34:03]
I think Southern Utah did that. So, we were all sharing ideas. And I had a friend whoser husband
likes to do magic shows for the nieces and nephews. And so, literally, I’m holding my laptop that
I’m holding right now. I held it as the web camera focused on his hands while he’s doing it. It
was just me and him and his wife. Because, again, we wanted to make sure we were safe. We
had another person who was providing tech support in a separate room.
But anyway, so we put together this magic show. We did a virtual 5K. And then, we did, kind
of, if you’re having your own home tailgate party, show us your tailgate party. So, we asked
people to send in pictures of their food or partyfor before the football game, all that kind of stuff.
But that magic show, we had 400 people for that magic show. Now, I mean, that was families. I
think over 200 registered. But you could see people and their families. Because the magician
would call on them and let them, you know, pick a card or different things. And it was really
interactive and it was a little cheesy.
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And so, one of my staff members came up with this idea. We call some of our alumni trips and
tours ‘Aggie Adventures’. He came up with ‘Aggie Adventures at Home’. And so, that’s what
we started doing; finding ways that people from their home could either post stuff on social media
or send it in. And then, we had kits like coloring pictures of Big Blue. And we started doing a
bunch of these types of things that we could hopefully interact with people. But mainly, itwas
just posting pictures and tagging us on social media. And then, we sent out a lot of packages of
prizes for people during that time.
[00:36:00]
For example,post a picture of your family watching the Aggie game. Now, we got in a little bit
of trouble because we weren’t supposed to have gatherings at that point. So, we had to change
our wording. [Chuckles] But, hey, if you’re watching the Aggie game on TV at home in your
Aggie gear post a picture and tag us and what-not. So, we were actually able to find ways to
connect with people. And the great thing is those are things that we’ve kept. Not all of those,
because we had to bring in the in-person events. Our team didn’t grow and it’s a lot to do both.
But we’ve kept a lot of those elements and at least that frame of mind of finding different ways
that we can reach out.
Back in January of this year, which happened to be another spike in Covid. But we did have, I
think, 10 people in person that we allowed. But I interviewed Jimmy Moore who is a former
basketball player for Utah State, worked at Utah State for many, many years. And he’d written a
book about his life and some of the racial injustices that happened to him. And so, we decided to
continue the fireside chat. And so, even though that might have been something we could have
done in person, we were able to reach a wider audience by making it a virtual event. So. Sorry. I
know you’re not interested in necessary—
TW:

No. I—

KL:

…every little thing we do.

TW:

This is perfect stuff. I really, Ms. Larson, I really appreciate this. This is just the types of stuff
we want to encapsulate.

KL:

Good.

TW:

So, one thing that I’m curious about, because vaccines became more readily available beginning
at age groups. It started with the older age groups in, you know, January or February of 2021 and
eventually got to student-age later in the spring. But I know the state legislature in 2021 also
reduced the mandate on masks, social distancing, required that USU in the fall semester of 2021
were going to have 75 to 80 percent of the classes they had offered in the fall of 2019 to be faceto-face.

[00:38:01]
Some sense of normalcy, I guess normalcy, was discussed on many different levels. What kinds
of discussions did you have with the alumni, with the Alumni Association, with the alumni at the
state chapters during this second year of the pandemic? So, we’re talking about fall of
2021/spring of 2011. And did it change some of the modes in which you provided some of the
programming that you offer?
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KL:

Sure. Like I mentioned, like we realized how valuable a virtual audience is. And so, we’ve kept
that. Not in every case, but in some we’ve been able to live stream the event. That is something
that costs more now for us because we have to pay as much to put on a regular event and then add
live stream production costs. So, that’s something that we’re trying to figure out a little bit more.
Also, what was very different for us is we had to take in consideration whatever location we were
in. So, if we are going to have an event in Washington DC, it’s going to look very different
because they’re probably going to have to have masks. We’re going to have to remind people
they have to show vaccine card. We had an event during that year that everyone had to have a
vaccine card to get into the game. So, that’s something that we’ve had to work with our
messaging and just really refer people because we were getting some people saying, well, why
are you mandating vaccines or masks, you know, it’s really not us. It’s based on the venue and
their requirements. You know what I mean. And so, we really tried to message that.
But really, it was, kind of, the conversation I had summer of 2021 with my team was we can’t do
it all. We can’t do all the in-person and all the virtual because we didn’t expand. We don’t have
those resources We didn’t add anyone to our team. Plus, we knew that the Annual Fund Team,
which we use their labor sometimes because they could help us staff events, they were going to
be moving under a different department in Advancement.

[00:40:07]
So, we talked very strategically about what do we want to add back. We haven’t added
everything back. And then, even that first year of when we did Lagoon Day, we had a pavilion.
We didn’t have a program. We had a pavilion reserved so people could go and drop their stuff
off. But we weren’t going to have a program. We weren’t trying to gather everyone in that space
at that time because we were trying to be conscious. That’s something our alumni board said is,
you know people are still a bit nervous about gatherings. So, we thought, well, maybe we can
slow walk this. Instead of saying, hey, we’re back. We’re going to be doing all this stuff. Let’s
not be irresponsible in this. But let’s not take it away completely.
So, we had a place where people could drop off their things. We had places where people could
take pictures. But it wasn’t, hey, let’s amass 500 people together in a little crowded bowery for a
program.
Now, we’re going to do that this year in a sense. But we’re taking smaller steps. We’re not even
full back to where we were. But that was kind of one of the things is how can we figure out –
because people are still very – even though there is vaccines and everything, people still don’t
necessarily want to come in person. So, how can we also offer something that virtually.
And that’s why we’ve continued some of these Aggie Adventures at Home. And we’ve actually
added more outdoor outings. So, now we offer things like rock climbing. So, we’re working
with the outdoor rec program on campus. And they provide the gear and the guides. And so, for
a small fee, (I think it was like, 15 dollars) and you could go rock climb for four hours in Logan
Canyon.
[00:42:00]
We’re able to do some of those things where it’s outdoors. Smaller groups. We only allow 10
people in that group, things like that. But it’s helped us to pivot and say, hey, are there ways that
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we can do some of these boutique events? And that’s one thing I think I heard a lot from my
colleagues around the nation that they were working on boutique events. So, smaller, like a book
club or a niche or something like that. Instead of widespread bring the masses type of evemts.
So, even though we’re kind of on this side of the pandemic, I feel like it’s definitely something
that we’ve taken in consideration.
TW:

Okay.

KL:

Sorry. I need to move because my computer just told me that it’s going to die. So, if I lose you,
I’m sorry. I will call right back. Just need to plug it in. Okay. Sorry.

TW:

So, I’m curious about the mental health and well-being of you and your staff during the two and a
half years in challenges? Did they and you excel? Did you find methods or techniques to help
with relieving some of the stress? How would you gauge the short-term/long-term impact of
Covid, the pandemic, on you and your staff?

KL:

Yeah, I think long-term, it’s going tobe a lot better. It’s going to be a lot better because we’re
more sensitive to how people are feeling. I mean, even just being sick, or feeling overwhelmed,
or hey, I need a mental health day, before people could have said that. But now I feel like it’s
much more of, hey, I’m having a moment. I’m overwhelmed.

[00:44:01]
And I think it’s helped us actually become a lot closer as a team because we’re more open about
that kind of stuff. We spent some of that time, like I said, when we would just be online as a
team because there’s only a few of us. And we would pose questions and polls to each other and
just take time to get to know each other where we’re not always in reaction. Oh, we’ve got to get
ready for this eventand we’re all business. It actually gave us some time to see each other as
people and not just as colleagues or co-workers. We actually got to know each other a little bit
better.

Our little team realized that we really could be there for each other. And jumping on a Zoom call
and just seeing somebody’s face for a minute actually was great. Now, I know that it was death
by Zoom meeting, there was definitely those moments. But I feel like we are so much more
comfortable in jumping on a Zoom call now. And I think that’s a good thing in a lot of ways.
We’re able to include more people. And I think there’s some efficiencies there. Because instead
of having a meeting only on this day because this is when everyone’s going to be in Logan.
[00:46:03]
And so, then we can be face-to-face. We can make things happen quicker by, hey, we can just
hurry and jump on a call and it doesn’t have to wait until we can be face-to-face. Face-to-face is
always preferred butmy team gets a lot of face–to-face because we do in-person events. So, we
actually had, I think, we had it better than a lot of other people. So, when we came back to the
office, it wasn’t that big of a deal because we’d already been around a lot of people or each other.
Whereas, some other people had been away from their desk for a year and a half, it was hard.
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I think that one thing we learned is how to work remote. Now, we can’t do that 100 percent of
the time, but we can offer that flexibility. And that itself has been something that I think has
helped our team and the university as a whole.
TW:

So, you mentioned so many different ways and methods in which you and your staff changed
directly due to the Covid pandemic. Do you want to recap, maybe, list some of those changes
that are now just going to be permanent ways and modes of operation?

KL:

So, one of our programs will be this Aggie Adventures at Home. We’re going to continue with
that program. It’s not going to be a focal point where it was before because we were only able to
do stuff remotely. But we’ll continue to do these fireside chats. We had planned on doing several
a year. We’ll probably do one or two a year because we’ll be mixing in in-person events. But I
think that’s one of the things keep.

[00:48:01]
I think that a little bit of that bug that people caught about innovation and seeing that they could
try something new and try it out, we’re going to keep that. So, we’re not going to be so set in our
ways of, well, this is how we’ve always done it and we know that this will work. We’re actually
going to try to work on keeping that bug of innovation and having people, have our team try to
thing. So, I think that’s definitely a long-term change for us. Being able, like I said, to work
remotely when needed. But I think we are falling into the trap of doing what we know. And so,
it’s been hard a little bit for us because as much as I talk about innovation and stuff, we’re very
comfortable in what we know.
So, we’re trying to find that balance of being innovative in the programs we already have. Like I
mentioned, Lagoon as a very specific example.How can we innovate that and not go back to the
old way because of some of these things that we learned? So, for sure, some of these virtual
events will stay. Like I mentioned, more of the hybrid where we may Zoom to a live stream
audience and have people in person as well.
And then, really, in our dynamic, as a team, we’re looking at ways that we can actually infuse
more virtual. So, we do these Freshman Welcomes in our chapter areas and anyone who’s going
to be a freshman at Utah State, we try to get them to come to a park or an alum’s house and get
excited about coming to USU in the fall. We might do one in Salt Lake and we might do one in
Boise.
Well, one of the things we tried during the pandemic is because we weren’t doing anything in
person, we tried it virtually. Well, we had people from the Midwest log on that wanted to talk
and find out more about what to expect when they get to Logan.
[00:50:03]
And we would have current students on that call. And we basically did what we did in person,
had a couple of alums, but we did it virtually. So, that’s another thing that we’re going to keep.
We don’t want to give up on connecting with alums that are out of state and even, like I said, out
of the country.
TGRW: So, now that you’ve had a chance to reflect on your experiences, I mean, Alumni Engagement
obviously has a lot of opportunity to learn from this, to grow from this. You, yourself, your
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career. What have been the most significant lessons you’ve taken away from all this both
personally and professionally?
KL:

Well, one, we’re resilient. We’re a lot tougher than we think we are. [Chuckles] And I think
giving people grace.I mean, things change. Plans changed. I can’t tell you how many times I
watched some of my team members plan something just to get the rug pulled out at the end
because there was a spike in Covid and we couldn’t do it anymore. So, I think things that I’ve
learned is, you know, being able to afford others grace. . Also, seeing the team dig in and weren’t
just sitting in bed and giving up. Right? They really wanted to find ways. And I think that that
was one thing I really found encouraging.

TW:

So, is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the Covid pandemic at
Utah State University?

KL:
[00:52:03]
No. I think I really covered the main things, like I said, that I really learned and admired people’s
resiliency and their willingness to adapt. And my team did not want to give up. They were
determined to find a way to engage people. And it’s not going to be the traditional way. So, I
really, I mean, admired those people who really wanted to find a way to make things happen and
innovate.
And then, also, be a little bit more compassionate for each other because we understand. I mean,
somebody could walk in and say, or e-mail in and say, hey, guess what? I tested positive for
Covid. I mean, there was a lot of things that just changed. And being able to say. well, we’ve got
to take on their load. And watching that happen even now when, you know, we’ve had people
who are like, you know what? My wife’s having a really hard day. She’s sick. I have all these
kids at home. So now I saytake a mental health day, take a sick day, whatever you need to do.
But I think that those are some of the long-lasting things that I think we would have got to
eventually. But really, the pandemic forced us to be able to look at things differently.
TW:

Ms. Larson, I’d like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences during
the Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

KL:

Thank you. I appreciate you guys bearing with me with all my, kind of, camera problems and
everything. But I really enjoyed being able to reflect.. I feel like we accomplished a lot. So, I’m
actually really proud of how we’ve come through this. So, thank you for giving me the
opportunity to think about that.

[End recording – 00:53:58]
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